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Health, Well-being and Lifestyle are all foundationally connected to how children develop. These factors should need to be considered as part of developing good early years practice. The experiences children have during the early years significantly affect their physical, emotional, social and cognitive development. The developments in childhood also shape outcomes that may continue for a lifetime. Therefore, it is the duty of early years practitioners to ensure that they create an environment that supports the whole health and well-being of children whilst supporting positive lifestyle choices.  Although, typically, health, well-being and lifestyle are mentioned individually; they have many connections with each other. For example, the child’s physical health affects their emotional well-being and the relationships, social experiences and lifestyle choices of a child greatly affect both their health and developmental outcomes. Good experiences during childhood help support a child's resilience, confidence and learning and poor experiences can negatively impact a child's development and potentially limit the child's opportunities in the future. This academic poster will examine the concept of health, well-being and lifestyle and demonstrate why they are so important when working with young children in early years settings. Additionally, this essay will explain how the above concepts can affect a child’s development and explore the role of early years practitioners in creating an environment which encourages positive experiences for children.








Understanding Health
Health has historically been defined as being physically well; however, the modern approach recognizes that health encompasses emotional, psychological and social aspects. Therefore, health is not just about an individual being illness-free, but also about having the capacity to perform at one’s best and living with purpose. Providing a healthy environment in Early Years settings means providing children with the opportunity to experience safe environments, eat nutritious foods, engage in physical activity, and form positive relationships. Children who experience positive health are much more likely to learn, form strong relationships and will feel confident when participating in activities. The authors note that Kinder et al., (2023) further support the idea that people are heavily impacted by their environment. Although their research was focused on Occupational Health, the same concept could easily apply to the field of Early Years Education. As practitioners we have a duty to provide environments that promote both a child’s physical safety and emotional support so that children develop confidence and a secure sense of belonging while developing positive attitudes toward health. A useful model to use when considering how health relates to development is Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Pichér 2015). Pichér states that prior to reaching higher levels of personal development, all of an individual’s lower level or basic physiological and safety needs must first be met. In terms of Early Childhood Development, meeting those needs would include providing children with adequate food, sleep, safety and emotional security. Once children meet these basic needs, they are more likely to take advantage of learning opportunities and develop a positive view of themselves. Establishing good health practices in early childhood sets the stage for long-term development. Positive health outcomes in early childhood lead to healthier behaviours throughout the rest of their lives.
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Understanding Wellbeing
Young children experience their quality of life through their emotional, psychological and social well-being. The elements that affect young children's well-being are based upon their relationship with others, their sense of safety and security emotionally; their own self-confidence and whether or not they are capable of making sense of the world. In their 2019 book " The brain and learning : supporting emotional health and wellbeing in school ", Waterhouse discussed several factors which influence a child's mental health and wellbeing including: emotional intelligence; relationships; self-discovery/self-awareness; and the ability to learn. Emotional intelligence allows individuals to identify their own feelings as well as those of others and develop effective strategies to manage/control them. Developing these types of skills from early childhood will help children develop the skills to self-manage their emotions as well as interact positively with their peers. Positive relationships also provide an essential element of well-being for children. Young children develop communication skills, and form social connections when they have a trusting, caring relationship with their family members, caregivers or peer group. It is through these relationships that children begin to develop empathy and become aware of how others perceive them. As noted, (Waterhouse, 2020), adult relationships do shape a child's mental health. Adding to this, teaching young children basic concepts about neuroscience has been demonstrated by Waterhouse (2020) to enhance a child's ability to self-regulate; to increase resilience; and to facilitate learning. By understanding that their brain may change as a result of effort and experiences, young children find motivation in engaging in learning activities; gain confidence in themselves; and develop a growth mindset. The connection between a child's well-being and both current physical health and long-term success was highlighted by Healthcare Inspectorate Wales (2016). Although poor mental health typically results from multiple social, emotional and environmental factors rather than one single cause; therefore when supporting the well-being of young children, practitioners should consider a whole-child approach. In order to plan for the best possible support for the child, according to Healthcare Inspectorate Wales (2016); practitioners must incorporate parental/carer involvement into planning for the child's well-being. Utilizing models of practice which focus on providing support in relation to the child's social and emotional needs provides positive behavioural and emotional outcomes for children. When young children feel heard and understood in terms of their thoughts/feelings, they often display greater overall levels of well-being.











Understanding Lifestyle
During the early years of a child’s life, many of the ways they will live their life and make decisions about their health and wellbeing are beginning to be formed through behaviours such as eating habits, sleeping patterns, social interactions etc. Practitioners working with children have a huge responsibility in developing these behaviours into healthy ones, through offering the opportunity for active play, healthy food options and social interactions. The daily activities that take place will shape the practices children exhibit now and potentially well into adulthood. Physical activity is perhaps one of the biggest influences on a child’s development. Austin (2007) states that "movement is a powerful learning tool" and it impacts every aspect of a child’s development; physically, cognitively and emotionally. Therefore, creating an appropriate learning environment where movement is encouraged has a large impact on a child’s overall wellbeing. Outdoor Learning Environments are ideal spaces to allow children to explore and discover their surroundings. However, this type of learning experience does create some challenges for the practitioner. According to Austin (2007), "outdoor learning environments create engaging and meaningful learning experiences." Not only do children benefit from being outside emotionally but it also supports their physical development and academic achievements. Further research conducted by Nagpal et al. (2020) found that the more time spent engaging in physical activity within a childcare setting, the more time children spend interacting with peers. This promotes emotional and social development among young children. Additionally, Nagpal et al. (2020) found that after participating in physical activity programs, children experienced improvements in psychosocial health-related quality of life over a six month period. This emphasizes the importance of establishing an active lifestyle at an early age. Eime et al. (2013) also found strong evidence to suggest that participation in sports and/or physical activity results in numerous psychological and social advantages for young individuals. As stated by Eime et al. (2013), the advantages are inclusive of improved self-confidence, interpersonal relationships and overall wellness.










Applying Health, Wellbeing and Lifestyle to Early Years Practice
The interrelated areas of health, wellbeing and lifestyle are essential elements for Early Years Practice. All practitioners have a duty of care to provide an environment that supports the total development of each child as well as acknowledging the unique needs of all individuals. One of the key areas of practice is building caring relationships. According to Mason et al., (2021), nurturing adults can help those children who have had difficulty forming attachments to form new positive emotional connections. A nurturing relationship involves listening to children; showing respect for children's decisions; providing support when they encounter problems etc. As such, children will feel safe and valued which promotes good social development and wellbeing. Attachment Theory illustrates the significance of having consistent, responsive adult involvement during early years. When children establish trusting relationships with adults they increase their opportunities to develop self-confidence; become resilient and learn to manage their emotions effectively. The role of the practitioner is thus critical in supporting children's mental health and wellbeing through day-to-day interaction. Following this, by nurturing relationships, practitioners can promote positive lifestyles through active play and physical activity opportunities. Outdoor learning experiences, movement-based activities and collaborative play encourage children to develop physical skills while also supporting social interaction and emotional wellbeing. The evidence presented by Austin (2007), Nagpal et al. (2020) and Eime et al. (2013) demonstrates that physical activity contributes positively to multiple areas of development. Practitioners must also be able to recognise the diversity of children's experiences and avoid adopting narrow definitions of success. Gradovski et al. (2019) argue that there is a risk of focusing excessively on future academic achievement while overlooking children's present experiences and wellbeing. Early years practice should therefore value children as individuals and recognise that development occurs in many different ways. This perspective encourages practitioners to provide inclusive environments that respect diverse backgrounds, family structures and developmental pathways. By focusing on children's current wellbeing as well as future outcomes, practitioners can support more meaningful and holistic development. Ultimately, effective early years practice involves promoting health, wellbeing and positive lifestyles through nurturing relationships, active learning opportunities and child-centred approaches. These experiences help children develop the confidence, resilience and skills required for lifelong learning and wellbeing.










Conclusion
Health, wellbeing, and lifestyle are essential for children's development and are closely related during their early years. Health goes beyond just physical wellbeing; it also includes emotional and social aspects. Wellbeing covers children's emotional security, relationships, and sense of self. Lifestyle choices, like physical activity and healthy habits, also impact children's overall growth and future results. Research shows that positive relationships, active play, and supportive environments are key to children's physical, emotional, and social wellbeing. Theories like Maslow's hierarchy of needs stress the importance of fulfilling children's basic needs. Meanwhile, recent studies highlight the significance of nurturing relationships, emotional skills, and a child-focused approach. Early years practitioners play a crucial role in promoting health, wellbeing, and positive lifestyles. Through supportive interactions, inclusive environments, and chances for active learning, practitioners can help children build healthy habits, emotional strength, and positive self-esteem. By understanding how these ideas connect, practitioners can support comprehensive development and create a strong foundation for children's future health, wellbeing, and success.
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